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Bureau  Survey  finds  wide  price  bias  against  women  at 
massachusetts  hair  salons  despite  anti-discrimination  laws 

JULY  1997 

•  Over  half  of  192  independent  hair  salons  surveyed  in  Massachusetts  have  a 
blanket  policy  of  charging  women  more  than  men  for  a  basic  haircut, 
regardless  of  hair  length  or  styling. 

•  Hair  salons  that  charged  women  more  than  men  charged  an  average  of 
$5.95  (40%)  more  for  a  basic  haircut. 

•  Massachusetts  laws  and  regulations  clearly  prohibit  gender-based  pricing, 
but  the  prohibition  is  broadly  ignored. 

The  Survey 

According  to  a  state-wide  survey  of  independent  hair  salons  by  the  Senate  Post  Audit  and 
Oversight  Bureau,  women  are  charged  more  than  men  for  a  basic  haircut.  One  hundred 
of  192  hair  salons  surveyed  (52%)  charged  women  an  average  of  $5.95  more  than  men. 

The  Bureau's  survey,  modeled  after  similar  studies  conducted  in  other  states,  included 
192  independent  hair  salons  representing  all  14  counties  in  Massachusetts.  The  number 
of  hair  salons  selected  in  each  county  was  based  on  population  distribution. 

Both  male  and  female  researchers  contacted  the  salons.  When  the  researcher  called  as  a 
potential  customer  he  or  she  first  asked  the  salon  employee  for  the  price  of  a  basic 
haircut.  The  researcher  then  asked  how  much  it  would  cost  for  her  boyfriend  or  his 
girlfriend  to  get  a  basic  haircut.  Researchers  confirmed  that  basic  haircuts  for  both  men 
and  women  included  the  same  services  such  as  a  shampoo  or  blow  dry.  Significantly, 
only  one  salon  employee  asked  the  researcher  to  provide  a  description  of  the  hair  to  be 
cut,  such  as  length  and  style,  before  quoting  a  price.  These  results  were  then  recorded 
into  a  database  that  automatically  calculated  the  difference,  if  any,  between  the  prices 
given  for  women  and  men. 

Over 


Massachusetts  Law  &  Gender-Based  Price  Discrimination 

Massachusetts  has  a  broad  public  accommodations  law  that  prohibits  "any  distinction, 
discrimination  or  restriction  on  account  of  race,  color,  religious  creed,  national  origin,  sex, 
(or)  sexual  orientation"  at  public  places,  specifically  including  barber  shops  and  beauty 
parlors.  M.G.L.  c.272  §§  98,  92A.  The  Board  of  Registration  of  Cosmetology,  the  body 
responsible  for  licensing  cosmetologists  in  Massachusetts,  has  interpreted  the  law  to 
mean  that  "gender-based  pricing  is  prohibited,"  and  regulations  mandate  that  "prices  must 
be  based  on  factors  such  as  hair  length  or  difficulty  of  styling."  240  CMR  3.04.  This 
mandate  appears  on  the  back  of  every  license  issued  to  hairdressers. 

Although  the  law  carries  criminal  penalties  of  up  to  one  year  in  jail  and  fines  of  up  to 
$2,500,  it  is  usually  enforced  by  means  of  the  state's  principal  anti-discrimination  law, 
which  provides  that  victims  of  discrimination  at  public  places  may  seek  redress  with  the 
Massachusetts  Commission  Against  Discrimination  (MCAD).  See  M.G.L.  C.151B  §  5.  The 
Attorney  General's  Office  has  also  investigated  similar  allegations  of  price  discrimination  at 
public  places.  For  example,  in  1991  the  Attorney  General's  Office  investigated  complaints 
that  dry  cleaners  were  charging  women  more  than  men  to  dry-clean  shirts.  After 
surveying  25  dry  cleaning  establishments  in  the  greater  Boston  area,  the  Consumer 
Protection  Division  of  the  Attorney  General's  Office  found  that  women  were  in  fact  charged 
an  average  of  two  to  three  times  more  to  dry-clean  their  shirts.  In  an  effort  to  discourage 
such  discrimination,  the  Attorney  General's  Office  notified  these  businesses  that  a  pricing 
structure  based  on  the  gender  of  the  customer  is  against  Massachusetts  law.  An  informal 
preliminary  review  of  dry  cleaning  prices  conducted  by  the  Bureau  in  1997  found  little 
discrepancy  between  prices  quoted  for  dry  cleaning  men's  and  women's  shirts.  This 
finding  suggests  that  notification  by  the  Attorney  General's  Office  is  an  effective  strategy 
for  enforcing  anti-discrimination  laws  and  can  be  utilized  prior  to  litigation  or  investigation 
by  the  MCAD. 

Findings  and  Recommendations 

Findings:  Despite  Massachusetts  laws  and  regulations  that  prohibit  gender-based  pricing 
discrimination  at  hair  salons,  more  than  half  of  Massachusetts  hair  salons  surveyed  had  a 
blanket  policy  of  charging  women  more  than  men  for  a  basic  haircut  with  the  same 
services,  regardless  of  the  hair  length  or  styling.  Only  one  hair  salon  asked  Bureau 
researchers  for  a  description  of  the  hair  to  be  cut  prior  to  quoting  a  price;  this  fact  further 
supports  the  finding  that  hair  salon  prices  are  frequently  being  determined  solely  by  the 
customer's  gender  rather  than  by  the  length  of  the  customer's  hair  or  the  style  requested. 

Recommendations: 

•  The  Attorney  General's  Office  should  seek  to  protect  women  from  gender-based  price 
discrimination  at  hair  salons  by  enforcing  Massachusetts  anti-discrimination  laws. 

•  The  Attorney  General  should  also  alert  hair  salon  managers  that  gender-based  price 
discrimination  is  prohibited. 

•  The  Board  of  Registration  of  Cosmetology  should  more  actively  enforce  its  current 
regulations  that  ban  gender-based  pricing  at  hair  salons. 

For  more  information,  contact  Senator  Cheryl  Jacques,  Chair  of  the  Senate  Post  Audit  and  Oversight 
Committee,  at  either  cjacques@senate.state.ma.us  or  (617)  722-1555. 


